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“That Percy Crow is like his namesake the bird. Evil creatures! They'd tear your skin off if you were to fall asleep for too long.










Chapter One







Part One: Lord Clive Townsend

“Sorry, my Lord, but it's your phone! I did shout across to you that it was ringing, but you were otherwise engaged with,” she hesitated, as if searching for a word that neither offended nor was discourteous, “your lady companion. The caller said his name was Townsend. Added that his boss needed to speak to you urgently. He emphasised both the boss and the urgency of the matter. He was a very assertive man, sir! I wouldn't have answered it normally, but it was the third time!” It was Susie, the new stable manager, with my phone in her outstretched hand as though it would contaminate her if held any closer.

 

I stared at the number displayed on my ancient Nokia mobile in a state of both trepidation and relief. Lord Clive Townsend was a very old friend of my now depleted family and although his call was expected, the speed with which he had got back to me was a surprise. I could feel the noose being lowered over my head as I pressed redial.

“Good morning, Clive! Harry Paterson here.”

“Morning, Harry, I'm sorry to disturb you so early on a Sunday, but I guess you must know why I'm calling,” without a trace of emotion in his impassioned voice he stated.

“Percy Crow?” I softly replied.

“Precisely, Harry, you have it in one! I gave your report a thorough going over last week when I received it. Everything seems to stack up; unfortunately. I've sent a car for you. It should be pulling into your estate any time about now. Come as you are, old boy, it will be just the two of you. He's cleared his appointments and has the house all to himself. Very informal chat, you understand, keep it short and concise without too much detail at this stage. That wouldn't be helpful at all. I'll fill those in after you've gone, old boy.”

“If you had said that you wanted to see me, I would have driven down myself, saving you the trouble of the car thing.” Bloody cheek in sending a car, I thought. Pompous oaf!

“No trouble on my part. In any case you weren't home to tell. We have your Isle of Jura single malt, the forty-year-old version in the cellar. To my knowledge he has never tried it. You would make a grand drinking partner for its introduction.”

“I would be delighted to indulge you and him, Clive, but I haven't showered yet. Got home yesterday afternoon and I've been out riding since six-thirty this morning clearing my head. Grooming my horse Finnegan when you rang. I'll be a fair while until ready to see anyone, let alone your boss! Your driver can get some refreshments in the kitchen while he waits. Will you tell your man, or shall I get my butler, Joseph, to explain?”

“I'll leave the fine details at your end, Harry, afraid I'm not that way domesticated. Surprised you are, though. Light lunch around one pm it is, then. Do hope it doesn't upset your Sunday arrangements too much, old chap, but affairs of state and all that. Do remember one thing, Harry, and do put your mind to this. There's still residue from the scandal that you unearthed a couple of years ago involving his mother's equerry. You're not exactly his favourite person at the moment, even though you managed to keep all that out of the newspapers. I'm hoping we can do the same with this lot!”

 

The line went dead before I had a chance to reply. It was a command not an invitation!

 

“Was that anyone important, Harry, only you look a bit off colour?” my companion enquired, as we led Finnegan, along with her own piebald stallion, across the sparkling, newly hosed down yard towards their stables away from the warm autumnal sun. Bawdily she added, “I think your young stable manager holds, what is it you English say; a torch for you? I think she also liked that word assertive; a lot! Was it she that frightened you, or the word, H?” Her laugh ripped through the air as if a horse had bolted and was galloping across the cobbles towards the paddock!

“I think that expression comes from the days when women did what men told them to do. Holding a lighted torch whilst the man of her life trimmed his beard, would have been such an order, my dear.”

“Well, then, it's a good job I never lived in those prehistoric times, as the torch thing would have been repeatedly smashed on your large caddish head!”

* * *

Allow me to introduce myself. I am Harry Paterson, the latest to succeed to the titles of: Lord, Earl of Harrogate as well as Sheriff of the County of Yorkshire. HP to my friends, or, to more intimate acquaintances; simply H. The Patersons are directly related to royalty, albeit from the wrong side of the blanket, but that deviance from a purity of lineage has not stopped our progress through the upper levels of this sceptred isle, in fact, the opposite is true.

My own personal star is in the ascendency, particularly within the secret intelligence community of America, however, it must be said that our own secret services are not thought highly of at all over there, or here. Which brings me nicely to the start of this tale of subterfuge, murder and the betrayal of trust, oh yes, throw in a little abuse of position and downright wickedness as well.

 

If you would now allow me, I'll begin to tell the story behind that Sunday morning telephone call.







Part Two: A Calling Card

Two months previously I was in my local pub on the Yorkshire moors, The Spy Glass and Kettle, having returned there from York racecourse where a friend of mine had a filly in a June selling stakes race. We numbered about twenty or so, and being a pleasantly hot Saturday afternoon the pub was packed to the rafters and beyond, with the equivalent associated noise which we added to in jubilant abundance.

“Excuse me, but I think this must have fallen from your pocket.”

 

I felt a slight nudge in the base of my back as a shorter man than myself, with short blond hair and eyes scrunched tight as if anticipating something bad, stood before me holding an innocuous white business card. I looked at it, then him, and was about to say that I didn't believe it to be mine, when he thrust it closer, turning it over quickly then back again with a strained smile across his narrow, pointed, face briefly changing into a grimace resembling severe pain. At first I thought he had something wrong with his wrist, but as I looked once more at the card I could clearly see an image of a bald-headed eagle embossed across the Stars and Stripes of America. It was the official American Embassy calling card, one I had seen many times before. I had also noticed some lettering on the reverse side that made no immediate sense but he had clearly wanted me to see it hence the anguished look.

“Yes, I must be mistaken. I have indeed dropped it. Thank you so much. I would have been lost without it,” I said to his departing back, adding fruitlessly, “Have you a name, old sport? I'd like to buy you a drink if I could!” I was too late. He had hastily disappeared through the dense milling throng, out of the side door and vanished.

“Even for an American that was a brusque man! How strange he should adopt such a rude attitude after his kind and thoughtful action, Harry! The world is a curious place to say the least.” My partner, who had not taken her eyes off his face, was on tiptoes shouting into my ear.

“Perhaps he was just in a hurry, or just didn't like crowded places, Serena. There are quite a few people who don't like being hemmed in. I'm one that hates it. Much prefer my own space. Best to give him the benefit of the doubt. In any case, I have that card back and no time has been wasted speaking of trivial things. He might have stayed around chatting for hours and then what? I would have been drooling all down my face until I had you back to myself.” I laughed as a way of recapturing the attention of my alluring partner.

 

Serena, or to give her full Portuguese name, Serena, Sabato, Dos Reis Abenazo, was of Jewish descent and the only child of Nicolás Abenazo, one of the most wealthiest men in the world. We had first met many years ago, but more recently about a month back, at the start of the season's polo match held at The Guards Polo Club in Windsor Great Park. My family had connections with the Abenazos down through many generations, partially through ties with horses but predominantly through a common interest in the accumulation of money. Serena and I had been living together at Harrogate Hall for the last six weeks. I had no wish at all to be distracted away from her ravishing appeal.

* * *

It wasn't so long back that I'd had cause to examine how I felt about women and why it was that I'd never stayed close to one of them for any length of time, preferring to have many as friends and lovers other than merely one in an enduring relationship. A previous episode, too close to be completely forgotten, had ended on a sad, bitter note, leaving me heartbroken and for a good while reticent about becoming attached to any female ever again. It was not an experience I wished repeated. However, life rarely turns out as one would wish and Serena was, in so many ways, vastly different from any other woman I had previously met. In some respects she was too good to be true, but as I'm a modest man I shall not go into the details of why that might be.

 

The relationship I had with her had started slowly, now I wasn't sorry that it had been so. I am, by nature, a straight to the point type of man and on our first meeting I was tempted to go for the jugular, as it were, right from the off. That old hackneyed, varying opening line of mine; 'you look so utterly delicious in those clothes that it's impossible to imagine anyone so divine. But I'd bet my title that your naked body would look a million times better without them,' was millimetres away from my lips when her father interrupted me, clasping hold of my arm drawing himself closer in a protective, paternal manner.

“In his younger days, my good friend Lord Harry Paterson had a, how should I say, Harry; interesting reputation with women, Serena. You are now more circumspect around friends I hope, Harry.” He added a sniggering laugh, but I perfectly understood his admonishment. As to whether Nicolás had accepted me as his daughter's lover I know not, but his veiled criticism of my inbred behaviour caused me to take stock and reassess my life. It was going nowhere subjectively. I had all the material things that the wealthy could wish for, but emotionally I was a long way away from any state of complete happiness.

* * *

“That's not some flirty woman's calling card is it, Harry? You would say if it were, wouldn't you?” She was seventeen years my junior, but at the age of twenty-seven far from naive, nor was she gullible. Being silly and girlish was another matter entirely.

“I would not. I would keep it a secret and make you green with envy. Mind you, that would clash badly with this week's hair colouring, I fancy. Not visually pleasant at all! Blue hair above a green face, with your green eyes pointed and angry, will just not do. Isn't there a rhyme; 'blue and green should never be seen?' I doubt you'd have those colours on display in any of your fashion shops, my dear.”

“Sometimes you can be quite poetic but on other occasions you're just so foolish Harry, that you're beyond description. Is that an old family saying, or one of those silly English things that are meaningless? Of course blue and green go together! Never seen a clear blue sky above a green field? Fashion shops, indeed. You can be somewhat condescending, H. Show me that card, I insist,” indignantly she retorted, having good reason. Serena owned the highly fashionable women's clothing brand name of Zabreno, selling garments that were infinitely expensive in not only a string of her own worldwide boutiques, but in revered clothing establishments and departmental stores around the globe. She was a famous fashion designer for the social elite. That bracket did not include me.

“Maybe I got it wrong, and it's two other colours that clash. I am, as you well know, a forgetful person.” I grinned like the proverbial Cheshire Cat about to lick the cream from the top of the milk.

 

Her one marriage had lasted just short of a year, leaving her tight-lipped about it, but not reticent in her anti-American feelings.

“Do you really think you should? It's not something you'd want to see normally, Serena. It could remind you of some of those infused American memories that you're trying hard to forget. Why give yourself a problem on such lovely day? There's so much time left for us to enjoy it.” She had never spoke about the reasons for the breakup, and I had never asked. I accepted her on face value, a dangerous thing with women but I liked a little mystery in the ones I kept close.

“Oh do stop pissing about, Harry. Show me the bloody card or I'll not be in your bed tonight. Nor any other night come to that!” I knew she meant it.

“Okay. Be it on your head. As blue as it is.” She took the card and for a brief moment simply stared at it, as a child would stare at a lion in a cage before accepting that it presents no danger behind bars.

“My apologies, H, you were being sweet as always. You are my chivalrous English knight and I, your mere slavish mare, sire.” She'd looked at the front of the card, then examined the back.

“You have friends there? At the embassy, I mean?” she asked, her agitated mind now settled it seemed.

“I do, an old one,” I said, as I quickly took the card from her grasp. “We go back many years. He recently arrived in England and it's his. Suspicious of our telephone system, I expect, sent it to me a few days ago.” I lied, but was not aware of how close I was to the truth.

“Is that his name hidden as an anagram on the back of it? Or, are you both spies trying to get this year's fashion designs of mine without little me knowing, Harry? If you are then they're not worth it, as I haven't any new spectacular ones yet, but I'm working on it! Plenty of time for my creative juices. If your friend invites you to the local American hangout, please exclude me. I'd ruin the evening for you.” Her dislike for all things American was obvious as she screwed her face up as if tasting something vile. I had decided not to delve too deeply into it but that did not stop me chipping away at the edges.

“They are not all one dimensional, you know. Some do realise that there's a world beyond their own shoreline with people living there who matter. I've had the honour to meet a few. One broken marriage should not make an enemy of a whole country. Before you ask, I just made that up.” Pocketing the card as unobtrusively as I could, I moved the conversation away from it.

“Yes, sounded like it too, Harry. Your diplomatic side was a little short of content and feeling. A bit goody-goody and too pious for me! When I want a shortened sermon I'll ask at the synagogue for a private one.” Serena's slow deliberate movement of her lips to form that seductive smile of hers combined with her golden caramel-coloured skin was what had captured my heart, but my heart was a fickle organ that beat in tune to a solitary, selfish tenor of life.

* * *

Although I do not contribute anything of worth to industry nowadays, I am, by professional qualification, an analytical chemist, dealing predominantly with polymers and their application and derivatives in, and from, the petrochemical industry. I have my own laboratory at The Hall where I escape the wider world and the myriad affairs of the estate at home. By default of having a background and commission in the military intelligence community, I have done work for the intelligent service, or SIS, of Great Britain in which I have been employed for many years now.

During the course of the investigation that Townsend briefly referred to I discovered an asset of our own in a foreign country who was an embarrassing liability to the corresponding American secret service. Because of this the relationship between Great Britain and the United States was now at best strained and at worse; touching permanent desolation. None of that had ever been discussed with anyone outside those immediately concerned and involved. This decline in the often quoted special relationship that existed between our two countries was worrying, as told to me by an old family friend, one night when he unexpectedly visited my family home, on the periphery of Harrogate, Yorkshire.

 

I had just returned to The Hall from a boring civic meeting in Harrogate and was in the process of handing the keys of the Bentley to Joseph, when I saw a car emerge from the rhododendron-lined, concealed drive leading to the house. I was in a shocking temper, not receptive to uninvited guests until I recognised the waving back seat passenger. Then my frame of mind changed from one of irritation to intrigue.

“Sorry to barge in on you at this late hour, Harry, but I took for granted your renowned congeniality. Any chance that the intrinsic God's own county of Yorkshire's warm-heartedness would stretch to a chair at your fine dining table? A mere soupçon would suffice, old bean, but I'm utterly starving! Not eaten all day since I was told that I have news to mull over with you.” I alternated my stare of fascination between him and Joseph, my butler, who read my thoughts as he usually did. “I'll get Mrs Franks to serve an extra plate, sir.” Adding my thanks to those of my guest I escorted him in from the hall.

“Trust went out the door, Harry, when you finished that last investigation of yours. When that's gone it's all over, don't you agree?”

 

Sir Michael Riven had known my late father, Elliot, from their Cambridge days together. Elliot had taken his predestined route into the banking arm of the family at Annie's, whilst Sir Michael had risen within the echelons of the civil service, becoming its overall head some ten years previously. He was now retired, far detached from any responsibility in the recent scandal I had uncovered.

“The not so funny thing is, Harry, is that the Americans want you on their side again in the fight for what they see as fair trade, and our lot at Legoland are wetting their pants in anticipation. There was even speculation of a ticker-tape welcoming parade at the White House for you. Ice cream on the front lawn, then lunch on a space mission around the moon and back. You are their bright-eyed boy, that's for sure. As for us, they are throwing meagre scraps from what appears to be a delectable feast our way. Mere nibbles, dear boy but nevertheless, we're thankful for what falls from their table. The intelligence pipeline must be unplugged, and you, young man, are to be the expert plumber we need on the job. I received word from voices not so far off, that their placement here has something that may be of interest to you.

 

Gobbledygook really, but the essence is that they have been holding a certain acquaintance of yours; a Katherine Friedal. Remember her, Harry, do you? Daughter of the mysterious Paulo? Of course you do, silly question really. Vancouver, the two of you met, was it not? I was briefed on the main essentials prior to coming, Harry. Only the relevant ones, you understand. I hope I'm not treading on your toes at all by quoting in-house speech? They could have changed all the dialogue by now. I've been away from the throne many a day.”

 

He sounded somewhat regretful in that last statement, and I felt a tang of sympathy for him. For some, the descent from the top of a tree is more difficult than the ascent had been. He had aged badly since I had last seen him. The excitement of control that had sustained his youthfulness had abandoned his perception, leaving his vision blurred by the mediocrity of ordinary life. I shook my head, adding. “Not at all, Michael, all old hat that sort of speech to me, as well. And yes, vaguely I recall that name,” I said, with a broad grin. A deep laugh proceeded another sip of wine, before he continued in the prearranged inducement.

“Apparently she mentioned something that her father, Paulo, had spoken of. Precisely what that was, I'm unaware. I'm just a go-between, you understand. Anyway, the long and short of it all is, they, the Americans, want to know if you would be receptive to an approach they want to make towards your possible inclusion into that part of their investigation. They made it clear, as only they can, that it's a personal invitation, no threesomes in beds, as it were. They love you, and why not indeed? Unfortunately, we're the pariahs having defaced God's love, apparently. Incidentally, allow me to compliment your cook, splendid meal. The hospitality you have showered on me is outstanding and much appreciated. I hope you understand why I couldn't risk telephoning before coming, which makes your welcome here all the more remarkable. An impromptu meal such as this one deserves proper recognition.” I wasn't sure if the raised glass in my direction was a sign of respectful gratitude or another effusive compliment designed purely as a way of tempting me to accept the offer.

“I'm sure that you would help out in this matter but I know your circumstances are somewhat different now, what with Elliot and your brother Edward's death to contend with. You must be busy here on your estate. Perhaps even your faith in the establishment has been shaken or destroyed. We didn't exactly shower you with accolades, did we. We are in desperate need of your help, Harry. There's a new administration in power, with ultra-modern ideas to face the new threats to security. All has changed at the Box for a start. Sir David Haig is now the omnipotent overlord of all the security services sheltered from any parliamentary committees. That increased authority is set in tablets of stone. Dangerous but justified I my opinion, given the extraordinary circumstances created by the depth of treachery you unearthed. GCHQ has been empowered with a specific irrevocable licence to deal with certain previously untouchable areas concerned with internet traffic, and Millbank has been double-staffed by personnel from its backstairs military branches. We tend to be dealing with quite a different adversary in defence of the realm today. All in all it's a lot more stable and secure than my day, some of that you are obviously aware of, but the new regime's intentions and goodwill are wasted without the Yanks' full collaboration. As Churchill quite rightly said; we need 'em. You are the key to unlock that closed door, Harry. Are you in?”

“Has Haig still got that blonde goddess as his secretary, Michael? I never had a proper chance to invite her out to dinner,” beaming indecorously I answered.







Chapter Two: The American

“Good evening! Harry Paterson here. I believe you wanted me to call you?” My voice echoed around the deserted piano room at The Hall.

“Hi there, Sir Harry, how you doing?” The insincerity was almost tangible from the tired voice at the American Embassy telephone number. “Have you got the original card that you were given in that pub on the moors with you?”

“Yes, I have,” I replied.

“Okay, let the night's performance begin. He we go, your Lordship. I'm going to send you a numerical code. Reading from the left, second line down on that card, take the letters that the code directly relates to, and turn them back into numbers from a twenty-six letter alphabet. You following me so far, HP?” The gall of the man. HP indeed!

“I think I am. If the first number that you send is a one, and the first letter on that second line is a B, then I want a number two. Is that what you're saying?” I was thinking that it all amounted to a number two, if you catch my meaning, but I played along.

“You really are on fire tonight, your Lordship, better keep it blazing before your favourite whisky extinguishes it. Wouldn't like to lose touch with you on that Scottish island of Jura.” Was the sarcasm really necessary, I wondered? But I had no time to ponder on that as he hastily carried on with the instructions.

“Okay, once you have the ten numbers you call it. Leave your cellular on traceable, as it is now. The man will call you back on your number. The timing of that call will also be in the numeric code. There will be a line break in what I send you. Then one number all on its own. Reading from the right this time, second line. The time of that call will correlate to the exact hour this evening the man will return your call. Is that all clear?”

 

It was, but for the life of me I could see no reason for such a complicated arrangement. Whoever was speaking was well briefed about my personal preferences and it did cross my mind as to how that had come about, but nothing ventured nothing gained, I thought, as I went along with it.

“For an American you make yourself abundantly clear for a change, old sport.” I couldn't resist the derision.

“Then I wish you farewell, Lord Harry Paterson. Sail well on a steady breeze, and have a great evening with that very beautiful young lady I saw you with earlier, but I don't suppose that will be too difficult for you.” There was an almost imperceptible snigger to his emotionless voice. “Oops, I almost forgot, Harry. Add a zero before the ten numbers I'll be sending you.” The line went dead, but not so my mobile, as his message arrived almost immediately.

 

I followed the instructions precisely, this time dealing with a sterile recorded automated message with a much heavier American accent. On the Sunday I drove into town and as instructed by that recorded message used a public telephone and called the number I'd been given.

“Pick a time and place, Lord Harry. After all, it's your country and I'm just a visiting spook.” Other than it was an American male who spoke I gained nothing from his voice.

* * *

As I was staying overnight in Reading the following Friday, meeting the editor of The Acorn, my old regiment's, The Life Guards, magazine at the publications offices there, I arranged to meet him at a local Starbucks I knew of on the Saturday. Those seven days of waiting were spent in far from ecstatic memories of both Paulo and Katherine. Apart from her, the whole of the investigation into who murdered my father and brother and was the traitor inside our intelligence services had left me low-spirited and surrounded by bad dreams. Even Serena failed to distract my mind for a good part of that time, but I was careful not to arouse suspicions that might interfere with our intimate relationship.

 

On the Friday morning I drove to my appointment through wind and heavy rain that only worsened the mood that engulfed my thoughts; why now and why me? At best I was a part-time spy who had simply got lucky, and at worst an incompetent fool who had a master of espionage as a distant relative and was still pulling my strings! Although I was far from a heavy drinker, I had brought a bottle of Isle of Jura single malt with me, fearing that none would be available in the hotel and by two am on the Saturday two-thirds of it was gone. I was of a foul disposition when I entered the busy coffee shop at the appointed time, not helped by the hangover from which I suffered. The coffee would be appreciated but I doubted the company would be.

* * *

He was a short man, about five foot six inches tall, thin, with a grey, pasty coloured bony face. The only thing that struck me to be in his favour was that he was fairly punctual, arriving three minutes after the agreed time. I assessed his age to be somewhere between late thirties and late fifties. My uncertainty was solely because his appearance was so confusing. Whitish hair with a receding hairline that looked to have been permanent, rather than coming about through age. Heavy black-rimmed glasses behind which were small brown-coloured, pinched eyes, with weighty bangs of wrinkled skin hanging from beneath them. Disregarding the colour, he had a youthful face with no blemishes nor scars. I did, however, consider physical exhaustion to be the cause of his inanimate sickly appearance.

 

On shaking his proffered hand I immediately considered him as being grossly underfed. A weak, unenthusiastic grip, that he quickly pulled away from as if in pain, only served to strengthen that opinion. He looked the type of man that any form of excitement would exhaust. An indoor man, not a John Wayne type on the battlements fighting hand-to-hand combat. He was immaculately dressed, grey suited and grey booted, polished and stylish, whereas I was my usual scruffy self. As he took his seat he smoothed the flaps of his suit jacket carefully behind, then meticulously adjusted his trousers by pulling the sharp creases towards himself, before laying his hands, with his spread fingers pointing straight towards me, flatly on the table. A ritual he must have done a thousand times. That firmed up my guess about him not being a frontiersman, but a man with a sedentary job used to a long day sitting with everything in the right place.

 

There was none of the preamble of perfunctory niceties before Katherine's name was brought firmly to the table, just as the two frothy coffees arrived that I'd ordered.

“Katherine may be a distant relative of yours, but we're not sharing her with you or anyone. She is ours, and ours alone to do with as we please, when we please. Got that, Lord Harry?” He was stirring his coffee left-handed, dissolving the six spoonfuls of cubed sugar that he had added; slowly and purposely. The analogy in my mind was not perfect, but he reminded me of a fly fisherman stretching his fishing line until fully satisfied it was ready to cast.

“I don't want her. Had enough trouble last time with her and her father. You're very welcome to her.” I watched as the milk swirled around in synchrony with his deliberation. Those mouse-like eyes of his were fixed firmly on me.

“That surprises me, Harry, she spoke very fondly of you. Where I come from you don't screw a lady then dump her in someone else's lap without an offer of help. I thought you might have put up more of a fight to save her honour. Has the gallantry of the English been flushed down the toilet pan along with that vast Empire you once ruled?”

“Are you going to tell me that now, as you rule the world instead of us, you're all things chivalrous and sweet smelling? Because if so, you are preaching to a cynical heathen. Incidentally, while we're discussing different cultures, where I come from one man does not comment on another man's behaviour with a lady, without being directly involved, or in possession of all the facts. When you are, then you can! I certainly don't need a lesson in morals from anyone like you, whoever you are. It was not I who asked for this meeting, it was you lot. Why so? Was it simply for some historical reminiscences? I'm a tireless energetic man, but I slept through any reference to Paul Revere other than Longfellow's poem. None too keen on patriotic propaganda, nor activists in general. Have you in mind discussing something more current, or shall I order a candied fruit biscuit to help swallow the bullshit?” He offered no answer before continuing, with a supercilious smile across his face.

“She was inhibited at first, slow to divulge much of value or significance. I felt her fear. Then the dam burst and we couldn't stop her. She was good for the Soviet Russians. Your name first came up a few months back. The meeting where you cracked that line about her beauty making everyone else in the room look so ugly that the management asked you to escort her from it. I laughed at that one. Loved it! She had a certain look about her when she told. Could see the two you there, walking away arm in arm off to some libidinous pleasure under twinkling Canadian stars. I do so hope you did. Have pleasure, the two of you, I mean. Beautiful woman, our Katherine, hate to think of her as cannon fodder for selfish ends. Are all the English silver-tongued Lotharios or just those with a Lordship appended before their common names? No need to answer, Harry, I wouldn't like you to think that I despised all the English and not just the incompetent fools who staff your not so secret desks.” A slow taste of satisfying coffee preceded his next assault.

“I'm your ex-lover's confessor, priest and the one that ultimately absolves any of her many sins. Been in my exclusive manicured hands only, since day one. She's been my only concern for over a year; until now. Three weeks ago she opens up again, for no reason that I could explain. I'd offered nothing new, in fact I hadn't been close to her highness for days. But I get a call; Kathy the Russian doll wants words. 'Wants to spill her heart out now!' Number one babysitter shouts down the scrabbled phone line at three in the morning to me lying peacefully in bed.” He sat back and tasted the concoction that he had made once again. Confirming his first approval, he authoritatively summoned a waitress, ordering another, his eyes never wavering or deviating from my own whilst he smoothed out his jacket lapels. Then he continued.

“Need the caffeine, I flew in late last night. I'm tired as hell. Caught a few z's in the car coming here from the embassy, but I'm bushed and in need of life-saving sleep. Bloody long boring drive it was too. Does it ever stop raining here?” The black rimmed glasses were removed, rubbing both eyes vigorously as if to emphasis the point. I gestured to the waitress that I too would take another coffee.

“I couldn't find a thing in what she said, Harry. That's why I'm throwing you the ball. But, I'm the quarterback in this game and you're the running back. Understand the simile?”

“I'm not thick, old boy, and I couldn't give a toss about how tired you are, or whether your balls are twisted in your knickers. Nor am I an insensitive lover, as you insinuated. I have, however, as little time for egocentric Americans as you have for true, blue-bloodied English aficionados of the female species. Plant your flag and get to the point! I'm a busy man.”

“An impatient man. Well, I'm much the same I guess. She plucked it from the sky, Harry P. “Just tell Lord Harry; Percy Crow.” Said she would talk only to the Paterson of noble English bloodstock, no common Yank like me.”

“Were they her words or yours?”

“First bit hers, second, my swing at it. Why?”

“Could you tax your overworked grey matter and recall precisely what the two of you were discussing before she revealed that name?”

“I could, but I won't. Nor will I tell you any of the conversations we had, but before her utterances about dear old Percy, we hadn't spoken for days. That enough?”

“What have you offered her in exchange for her ideals?”

“None of your business, Harry, but I did consider offering your bed and a British passport for an insight into Percy. Not for long though. I never felt comfortable with either, and I doubt your present company would like the arrangement.” The merest hint of a genuine smile threatened to break the downward tilt of his wafer-thin lips.

“So, she did say something else then?”

“Oh yeah, she did that alright. Something that nailed it bang smack on your front door. Said Daddy Paulo told her the name! Let me quote: I was having a meal with my father sometime after my second meeting with Harry in Moscow. It was he who mentioned the name. Verbatim stuff, Harry, good memory powers they installed at Langley.”

“Did you ask why Paulo had dropped the name into the conversation?”

“What was your expression, Harry; thick? As I take it you meant dumb, then neither am I. Of course I did. She said, quote again: I will only speak to Harry, he will understand. That's what Paulo told me to do. That's word for every word, my Lordship. I've taken the American angle out this time.” He leant back in the soft red leather armchair and stared vehemently at me, before adding the killing blow.

“Now neither of us need two guesses to know who Daddy Paulo got that name from, Harry, do we? That elusive great-granddaddy of yours, Lord Maudlin! Perhaps, the greatest handler of the greatest operative there has ever been. Maudlin either took the time and trouble to write the name in a love letter to his bastard son, or spoke directly of it in some meeting they had. Now, why, in your highly rated opinion, would that be, your noble Lord?”

“For someone with a memory like yours, you seem to have forgotten your own name. You haven't, unless I sustained a moment of complete deafness, announced yourself. Would be somewhat polite, don't you agree?” intrigued by the whole affair, I answered.

 

I had never heard the name that Katherine had disclosed. Once again, I questioned whether being a Paterson was a good thing or not, with more skeletons and suitcases in the Paterson wardrobe to unpack and pick at. My newly acquired American acquaintance sprang from his chair as if stung by a passing bee, briefly towering above me.

“Well, slap my thighs and brand my ass, what a peasant I must appear to you! Howard James Fredrick Mercer the second, at your pleasure my peerless English Lord. My father, Rudi Mercer, was the department's chief executive in the caper you were involved in that flushed Paulo out. He had worries about the set-up over here long before you climbed into it, Harry. Dad had George W's ear. Almost had him cutting dear old England's balls off, but Iraq and other considerations stood in the way. Your precious Secret Intelligence Services survived that day. Wasn't to last long though, was it?”

“This isn't going to work, Howard the second, is it?” I was only just holding myself together. If this was they way the Americans wanted to treat me then Sir Michael had wasted his and my time. “Either you want my cooperation or you want to slag me and this country off. What's it going to be? Make your decision now, or I'm off back to sunny Yorkshire, counting sheep!” I had tired of this line of chat and the overbearing hostility shown to me. His answer wasn't quick enough.

“Eff you, Mercer, I'm walking!” I said, as I too stood, making to leave. Under that light grey, creaseless suit he wore he must have been wearing armour plating. I extracted no reaction, nor a cessation to that monotone voice. He just sat back down.

“You'll want to hear this, if only for curiosity's sake. We researched this Percy Crow, threw everything we had at him. Committed suicide, so the report said, in his Islington home on Saturday twenty-eighth September 1983, aged eighty-one. His body was discovered by a male friend, who had a key, the following Wednesday. He was a professional photographer by trade, with a studio near Ludgate Hill, in the Fleet Street vicinity of your capital. A newspaper printing area apparently, or it was then. Not a wealthy lifestyle, but, interestingly, not poor either, seemed to live well in reasonable comfort. Had no enemies that the local police could find, neither did any connecting names appear in our analysis. That's not to say that there aren't any, especially now as we can't be completely sure our databanks have not been compromised. Other than that, we drew an enormous zero. Now, I'll address those subtle, social niceties you so eloquently mentioned. Sit, Harry. Sit, please! You're having the locals hatch eggs plus my neck hurts looking up to you. Are all you Englishmen so touchy and belligerent?”

 

I reluctantly complied, as he carried on with the sharp clink of china cups in the background.

“Excuse my pride getting in the way of my manners. The truth is, we, the last great bastion of freedom showing the way home, need you, an English Lord of the realm, to light the beacon. How ironic is that! You have my abject, unreserved apology for my rudeness. First I had to find out if you would be receptive to our courtship in this affair, Harry. Not a simple quasi-political type acquiescence, joined at the hip through a Lend-Lease agreement or hopes that special relationships affect your judgement. Hence, the visit you had from your ex-head of internal affairs, or civil service as you so nobly put it over here. Throw the carrot then hit with a whip, or some such British saying. Then I wanted to size you up for my own personal satisfaction. You're one helluva stubborn and proud man, as you should be. Mega piece of work you did on that Paulo thing. You have not only my admiration and respect, but also my initial trust.” Heavy emphasis on the you, I noticed. “It don't get any better in this game than that, Harry, believe it.” A brief stoppage to assess my reaction, then he took off again.

“Before you open what I'm about to give you, I'll take your word that it stays only in your honest safe farmer's hands. I want no corrupted British intel mitts on it. Not one single smudgy mark, Harry, not one!”

 

He removed a thin, yellow-coloured, paper file from his leather briefcase at the side of his chair then moving the empty cups aside, placed it on the table between us. It had no title, nor imprint.

“This is all we have. It's your game now, Harry. Don't drop the ball, nor pass it on, as in your favoured rugby, my English running back friend.”

“What department at the CIA did you say you worked at, Mr Mercer the second?” I asked

“I didn't, nor will I,” stoically he replied.

 

I wondered how the last American CIA friend, the one who had exposed Katherine, along with our own Willis and Howell, was doing. I concluded that not all allegiances to the Stars and Stripes led to satisfaction. Some led to agonising torment.

“Do I report back to you directly then, Mr. Howard, James, Fredrick, Mercer, or if not, to whom?”

 

His antagonistic and dour expression had been replaced by a more genial countenance, which was reflected in his tone.

“Call me Jimmy, Harry, and yes, you do. Use this cell. I'll be changing the codes as we go along.”

 

Handing me what I knew as a mobile phone, but he insisted on calling a cell, he rose and without further ado left. At the same time two heavily built men, wearing light brown raincoats covering similar coloured suits, who had been seated at the small round table nearest the door on my arrival, also left. Both waited in the street for Jimmy to catch-up, and by the time he had, a silver-coloured, nondescript Vauxhall motor car had pulled alongside the kerb. All three got in and drove off. Slick and efficient, I thought, now alone but enveloped by mysterious puzzles.

* * *

The death of Percy Crow had never been remarked upon back at the Paterson family home and estate, nor at the London home, but the mass breakout of convicted IRA members from the notorious H-block, Maze prison, in Northern Ireland, three days earlier, had been; and regularly. Although I was only thirteen years of age at that time I remember the days clearly as it became the escape game I fantasised about on my way to Eton College after Ashville Preparatory School, my first place of education. I even extended the plan to Harrogate Hall. Working out how I would overpower my weekend governess, taking her captive, before driving off onto the Yorkshire Dales in her car! I had even worked out the ransom I would demand!

 

I had an explorative and inventive mind when I was a child. In my imagination I would build a picture of a person on simply hearing their name: their size, shape, characteristics, and on some occasions adding their prowess to a shrouded activity I would give them. It gave me great fun when names of ancestors were being expanded upon whilst I underwent my detailed tutorial into the family's history. The hanging portrait paintings came alive in my vision as a consequence. An elementary, childish thing I know, and one that I should have grown out of, but I never have. For the most part, what I imagined them to look like, or to have been was never in reality the truth. Being wrong, however, never stopped me continuing in that quirkish manner.

 

I was playing with the newly acquired name as I drove home from Reading. Percy, seemed strong and solid. An old man's name when carried on young shoulders, but sturdily substantial when older. As for Crow, I pictured the bird. Dark and threatening as the glossy plumage, resolute and strong-minded as the raucous call and strong bill. As I turned into the drive leading to The Hall, I had fixed on the impression of a tall, well-built man with red hair and beard. Perhaps a sailor, or a mercenary? At least a military person at one stage. Non-commissioned rank, as the surname was too commonplace for my innovative and fanciful mind to consider otherwise. Somehow or other he had been known by Maudlin, the Great One, and known well enough for my great-grandfather to have told his faraway bastard son, Paulo. I wondered from where, and why!

 

Deep in my memory, was the recollection that not only did Maudlin collect women throughout his life, but also he had an attachment to photography. Could that have been where the two had met? I could not see the Ireland of Maudlin's adventurous days with the names of Percy nor Crow in them. Even allowing for the falsification of age in the First World War, it was hardly feasible for someone who was born in 1902 to be known by him, and by the time of the Second World War Maudlin was engaged elsewhere other than in the overt military. It came down to a political acquaintance, or a monetary one? Perhaps neither, but how though?

 

The bones were beginning to rattle!







Chapter Three: Soft Box

It wasn't until late in the evening that I arrived back at The Hall. Serena had called me twice whilst I was away. The first time to say that she was bored, and the second to tell me that her hairstylist was coming; again! Serena's hair was almost as important as her fashion designs; requiring infinite attention. As Joseph, my long-suffering, stolid butler, greeted me at the door I heard the shrill sound of playful voices coming from somewhere inside.

“We have unexpected company, my Lord.” If Joseph was uneasy with anything he addressed me as he had just done. More often than not he was in absolute command over the house and then I was referred to as plain 'sir'.

 

Serena bounced towards me, on the tips of her toes, as though she was a ballerina performing little pas de chat steps. She was either excited by her new hair colouring, or it had sent her stark staring mad. It wasn't long until I found out.

“Follow me, Harry. My heavenly creative team are here awaiting you. Oh, I also invited a couple of business associates up from London as well. Something vitally important came up suddenly. We have been busy in your absence. Don't mind, darling, do you?”

“Don't I get a kiss nowadays? There I was thinking that it was my body and scintillating personality that attracted you, when all the time it was my money and this spacious place that you were after.” I smiled of course, but I was slightly annoyed to find that it was open house to strangers. I needed time to think, not socialise.

“Tanta, you'll meet him in a second, just loves your cows, H. He positively fell in love with one of them, I'm telling you tears were in his eyes in adoration!” I got my kiss, and doubted that anyone named Tanta was a farmer, but looked on the bright side in case I was wrong. At least there was another man amongst her normal all female cast of attendants.

“I was raised in the belief, Serena, that if one stocks cows then it's better to milk nice ones than the ugly ones. For myself, I try not to fall in love with four-legged cows as much as I do with the corresponding two-legged variety, but there's no accounting for taste.” My displeasure was fading but not fast enough for her.

“Have I caught you in a bad mood, H? I do hope not, as simply everyone is over the stars here in ecstasy!”

 

As I quickly dismissed the thought of some drug-induced party held in my beloved county of Yorkshire, I caught sight of Joseph who was hovering, ostensibly to take my attaché case and coat, but I sensed his displeasure. He and I had been together for too many years not to be able to understand situations without the need of speech.

“I'll have the car garaged, sir,” he stated on his departure, carrying away my coat. Serena took hold of my hand and led me towards the introduction of her assembled retinue of assistants.

“Do you adore the new hair colour, Harry? Say you do, or Tanta will be just so upset he'll probably cry again. The poor chap is undergoing traumas of emotions so far from his home. The country air doesn't suit his personality at all! I thought he was going to choke when he got out of the taxi.” There is a waft from the muck that I've heard to be considered unpleasant by city-lovers but surely not by a lover of cows! I concentrated on Serena's hair rather than the unbelievable.

“Purple is it, or crimson?” I asked, ignoring all references to tearful, sentimental cow lovers who found fresh air alien to their nature. As much as I was interested in everything about her, the variance in shades of colouring was not foremost in my mind.

“Tanta has christened it crimple. With the added cute advertising line of: The Fulfilled Fusion of a Fateful Future! Creativity at its best, Harry, can't you just believe it. I instantly flew two of my design team up here as we're going to use the colour for this year's upcoming winter coat collection. We're working flat out on it now. There is a bit of a rush to get it to the machinists. Most other designs are waiting in warehouses.”

 

The entourage, in one of the smaller upstairs drawing rooms, numbered six: Tanta, the maestro with the imaginative creativity. A huge black man with plaits of pure white hair trailing down his back as far as his knees. Shoulders and neck definition that reminded me of a bodybuilder and the frame of a super heavyweight boxer. He was wearing a full-length, loose-fitting grubby garment that I can only describe as a coat smock. He never looked like a tearful girl to me!

A petit, quiet Chinese girl with short lifeless black hair named Bao, the pedicurist. She was minute in frame and height. Walked with her feet turned painfully inwards and had such intoxicating blue shadowed eyes that made it almost impossible to look away from. She frightened me.

The manicurist! A strikingly good-looking woman named Fiona. In her early thirties with a figure to die for. She spoke with a faint Scottish intonation, giving her the extra sex appeal that her body definitely did not need. With her I desperately fought against the thought of discussing Scotch whisky; and several unrelated topics that I had a liking for. Even though I was with Serena, I had not abandoned my characteristic flirtatious ways.

The hairstylist, an immensely expensive, middle-aged chap with a French name I had instantly forgotten, who only cemented my innate dislike of that race. Then came the two fashion photographers. Both appearing to be in need of a substantial meal to fill out sections of their corresponding yellow dresses that might make it easier to guess as to their gender. One of these under-nourished girls was beside a soft box, with light-reflecting umbrellas and a fish fryer. She was standing alongside the second, who was at a tripod mounted digital Canon camera. My late younger brother Edward sprang immediately to mind, as it was he who had first used the terminology that I instantly remembered when I had seen him in the exact pose here at The Hall. They all mumbled a faint hello, then assumed their previous positions.

 

After a curt, compact conversation with the assembled, separated by another of Serena's kisses and an inconspicuous smile from me in Fiona's direction, I made my excuses and left, wishing my fingernails needed cutting.

“Get Mrs Franks to bring something from the kitchen, then I'll be back shortly to share it with you. Make it something easy,” I added as an afterthought, with mind to Tanta's size. “As I believe she may be on her own in the kitchen at this time of night.”

 

I showered, then met with Joseph half an hour later in my private office.

“I need to go and stay in London for a few days, Joseph, visiting George in Eton Square. Then no doubt there'll be other things to do and people to see that I haven't met in ages. Could you telephone him tonight to arrange a visit for late next week please? I'll check my diary and leave a list of meetings to cancel, and I'll tell the estate manager of my plans. It could involve a long absence, but I'll try my best not to make it so. You know how much I hate London.”

“And what will the young lady do whilst you're away, my Lord? Will she be going with you?” Joseph was uncomfortable again.

 

We had been in the room for no more than a minute when Serena appeared at the open doorway. She had never before shown an interest in my personal affairs, be they playing around with chemical analysis or just the simple experiments I did in my adjacent laboratory, being totally engrossed and passionate about the fashion industry, something that was completely foreign to me. I was taken aback for a moment!

“So, this is your holy sanctum, Harry. I expected more grandeur! One of walls lined with television screens connected to world centres and striking matching clocks announcing the time in Tokyo and New York. I'm a bit disappointed, to say the least. The estate office is of far more interest. So much more happening in there! Very sedate this one, too quiet for my liking. Why am here? Oh yes, I remember. We have just emailed the sketches of those coats I mentioned, to Franco in Milan, along with photos of me in this new hair colouring. He was so impressed with the colour that he wants it in this September's fashion show along with my entire summer and autumn collection. This September, can you believe it, Harry, this one! Paris, New York and London are no problem, they're next year! But Milan; in just over eleven weeks! It's virtually impossible unless I have them machined in the next few days. I'll need more machinists, and then more! Then there's the models to hire! Where will I get the stylists? Oh Lord, I need help and desperately soon. Plus, I simply must get shoes. I really, really must!”

 

I was pleased that the doorframe to which she clung was sturdy and solid, not likely to fall apart as she seemed on the verge of doing. I looked at Joseph just as he averted his eyes away from Serena towards the ceiling. The situation needed a spot of light-hearted inspiration.

“I really don't know how I can help, my dear. I'm no slouch with a needle and thread in an emergency, but I'm no seamstress. Not so sure about Joseph though! Saw him darning a great big hole in some socks once. How about it, you up for a bit of overcoat sewing, Joseph?” He laughed as did I, however, the joke passed without a Serena laugh.

“Don't be a silly imbecile, Harry. I have experts to make up all my designs. Plenty enough! No, the help I want from you is simple. You just have to let me go for a week or more and live without me. I need time at my workshop in Lisbon. I'll be leaving first thing in the morning. September, can you credit it!” At that she was gone, to be replaced by the widest of grins on Joseph's ugly face.

“When I marry the girl I will have to seriously think about retiring you, Joseph.” If it were possible, I'm sure his smirk got wider as he left whistling a tune I didn't know. He knew me too well.

 

It took me almost one week to the day before I had managed my affairs and left Harrogate for London, during which time I spent many hours telephoning friends and acquaintances, trying to discover more of Katherine's surprise.

* * *

My family connection to George was complex. He was Katherine's much older stepbrother, sharing the same father, Paulo, but that was not the only similarity: neither had known much about their respective mothers. Katherine had known her mother for a short eight years before she was killed in a bomb attack whilst Paulo was assigned in his Russian ways to Beirut. George, on the other hand, had only known his mother for just under two years. But for fifty-two years she had kept Paulo's secret, misleading George to believe she was his aunt! The complication I had was that my great-grandfather, Maudlin, was their grandfather. I only found all this out a short while after I had a brief affair with Katherine.

 

When Elliot, my father, and then my brother Edward were murdered, I settled the family's London town house in George's name, he was after all Elliot's butler-cum-secretary, and everything else for that matter. Loti, his mother, whose name had been changed by Maudlin on her defection in London, moved in at the same time and for the short period they had together they lived a happy, contented life. It took George a considerable time after I buried my own father and brother, to finally accept that he would never know more of his own father than what he had managed to glean at our only meeting with Paulo in Switzerland. The fact that he'd had Loti in his life in lots of ways eased the loss, but I was never entirely sure just how affected he was. For my part, that settlement was not just done for some altruistic reason, nor through a sense of benevolence towards the two of them. I hated the smell, the taste and the clamour of London, but most of all I hated its classist society. It had never been my desire, at any time throughout my life, to live there.

 

Big cities are not my scene at all, with London being in my opinion especially full of people who judge others on their outward appearance and social position in life, more than what they are. My family is one of the oldest in England. Able to trace its roots as far back as the fourteenth century and King Edward III's daughter Elizabeth, more particularly to her husband and a lover, but I do not fit the model of the rich landed gentleman farmer type, and have no wish to do so. I treat everyone on merit and expect the same in return. George had been my friend and companion at Harrogate Hall from my birth, until his departure to London. His true identity had been hidden from all of us by Maudlin, and would have remained a secret had I not uncovered the truth.

 

The Eton Square home had housed all the youngest sons born into the Paterson family, whose role was to manage the private bank in Queen Ann's Gate, affectionately known as Annie's, since its inauguration. This was where Maudlin served time and began his vast photographic collection. Edward's collection had been moved there too, from the rented apartment where his dead body had been found, just around the corner in Cadogan Gardens. Annie's had been removed from the Paterson's control on the death of Elliot and although no family member actually served there anymore, my name was amongst its list of directors. As far as London, Eton Square or the bank were concerned, if I never saw any of those places ever again in my life I would not shed a single tear, but it was to London I had to go. The only connection I had to go on between Maudlin and Percy Crow was photography. I wanted some information before meeting Katherine, something yet to be arranged.

* * *

I arrived at London, King's Cross at two that Friday afternoon and was on the doorstep at Eton Square thirty-five minutes later. My first time there since Loti's funeral, ten months previously. As I stood, waiting to push the imposing brass doorbell, the few good memories I had of my father in this house were overshadowed by the despondency of all the members here when Elliot had been found shot in the head. My own insecurity was salvaged when Mrs Squires, the cook, and now the only occupant other than George along with a footmen and a maid, greeted me with the same warm, overflowing enthusiasm that I received when I was a child on a town visit. I had known the two of them all my life, with only fourteen years separating George and me, but both looked tired beyond their years. George looked closer to seventy-eight than the fifty-eight years he really was, with Mrs Squires looking frail and aged. The thought of a genealogist pinpointing the exact nature of George and my relationship was complete anathema to me.

 

After the usual questions regarding health, that I didn't want to delve too far into considering their appearance, I moved the conversation onto the reason for my visit, laying the copy of the local newspaper cutting detailing Percy Crow's death, with a full facial photograph, part of Jimmy Mercer's yellow file, in front of them both, on the vast table in same sitting room as my father had been found. Not a single emotion, centred on his demise, passed through me as I entered the room. The framed photos of Maudlin and other Patersons remained unmoved, as did the painted portraits on the wall. I wondered if it was through a sense of devotion to the Paterson family or one of indifference to change in general.

“Do you know this chap at all, George, or have either of you seen him before?” I asked, noting that his once immaculately close trimmed goatee beard had somewhat grown amok and was fast becoming one of those increasingly fashionable unshaven looks favoured by soccer players. I was tempted to ask if his sanity was in decline but I refrained, fearing his reply!
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